[Quality assurance in palliative medicine. Survey of the structure and processing quality in palliative care units in North Rhine-Westphalia in Germany].
The aim of this study was to get detailed information about the current situation and the quality of the palliative care units in North Rhine-Westphalia (NRW). The aim of palliative medicine is the achievement of the best possible quality of life for patients and their families. Unrelieved pain and other symptoms or major social problems are the reason for the admission of a patient to a palliative care unit. Questionnaires were distributed to the 13 palliative care units in NRW. Most palliative care units in NRW focus on the achievement of pain relief and symptom control, trying to achieve the best possible quality of life. However, the quality of palliative care shows some significant deficits (in the availability of nursing staff, cooperation with general practitioners, standardised documentation and education). A multi-professional team is available in only four units. A total of 90 beds were available in NRW. In 1998 and 1999 palliative care units cared for 2308 patients, most of them (97.5%) suffering from cancer. There is a need for further education, not only for physicians but also for nursing staff and physicians already working in palliative care units. Furthermore, we need specialists in palliative medicine for the care for patients with particularly severe problems, and to initiate educational programmes and research in palliative medicine. In order to achieve an improvement of palliative care in Germany, we need to convince not only physicians and nursing staff of the advantages of palliative care, but also health care officials, the government and the public. Palliative care is not for free. However, palliative care does not necessarily lead to increasing costs in health care. Better pain management and symptom control may help to save the overall costs of medical treatment.